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"SECOND GUESS" 


By 


Alvin Boretz 


Some people settle for the road they have 
chosen in life. Others begin to question. 
This is the story of a woman who returned to 
the past for an answer only to risk the 
present for herself and for those she had 


loved. 


"SECOND GUESS" 


Like most people, Susan had mixed feelings about 
introspection, especially after her children had moved on to 
lives of their own. It became more painful on her birthdays when 
it was impossible to escape the loss of time. In the main she 
handled it well for she had little to complain about. She loved 
her job at a small ad agency and women envied the accomplished 
and pleasant man she'd married. Except for an emergency 
appendectomy, she was in reasonably good health. 

Now it was that special day again. God, it had come so 
quickly. Arriving home from work, she picked up the mail and set 
aside all her birthday cards. Most of the letters were for her 
husband anyway. The cards were the usual. Her brother, her 
parents, the kids and friends. Toward the end of the ritual, she 
opened a small innocuous looking envelope. Written beneath a pink 
heart on the card were the words, "Happy birthday to my one and 
only love. I have never forgotten you and I never will ". The 
card was unsigned. She turned it over for a possible clue to the 
sender's identity. The postmark was small help. It was mostly 
unintelligible but enough was visible to identify the state as 
Illinois, her birthplace. Hearing her husband arrive, she quickly 
hid the card and accepted both his embrace and gift. As always, 


they were to have a birthday dinner at a fine shore restaurant. 


She did not mention the mysterious card. 
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That night sleep did not come easily. Memories had been 
awakened. Susan tried to go about her daily life but the identity 
of the anonymous writer nagged at her. She took to carrying the 
card with her and sneaked looks at the handwriting as if somehow 
it would reveal hin. 

One lunch hour she started a conversation with her 
friends. Did they ever think back to when they made their first 
fateful decisions? Would they change anything if they could? The 
replies were a mix of denial and curiosity as to choices made and 
not made. Susan was insistent. If there was someone they might 
have married, wouldn't they be interested in seeing how they had 
turned out. A friend replied it would be a dumb, even dangerous 
thing to talk about. Let the past alone. 

It was a warning that Susan chose to avoid. She went 
through a box of mementos. Her college year book and old 
photographs. She had decided to find the man and that night she 
told her husband she was going to visit an old friend out west. 
Since he had planned to ask her to accompany him to a convention, 
it was okay with him as the meeting would have bored her to 


death. A few days later, she was on her way. 


Aboard the plane, her mind returned in time and place 
to her college days and Brian. They met on a blind date and 
coming from an insulated small town world she was instantly 
attracted for he was the dreamer, the romantic who was going to 


change the world. Much to her parents' dismay he soon had her 


-3- 


involved in campus protests. Involved in taking over the 
President's office they fled when the cops came only to have 
Susan's pants getting caught on a window spike leading to their 
arrest. Her parents further disapproved when she became a 
waitress in the restaurant where Brian was the pizza maker. 

In the days to come, he opened up an exciting world of 
infinite possibilities. His activism increased and out of loyalty 
she went along even at the cost of her grades. After the first 
flush of exhilaration, reality was setting in. She was missing 
classes and when called in by the dean she promised to do better. 
Only a few weeks later however, Brian told her that they were 
going to a political meeting at the state capital. The date 
conflicted with her makeup exam. When she told him she couldn't 
go, he became angry, his temper increasing with her constant 
refusal until he stormed out. 

The following day, to appease him, she came to his room 
to report that she'd been able to get seats to a soldout concert 


and found him in bed with another woman. 


Now back in the present to continue her search for 
Brian, she arrived at the town where the alumni office had given 
his address. 

Their meeting was wistful and filled with a sense of 
loss. He told her he'd often thought of getting in touch with her 


but felt it best to leave things as they were. Unsure that he was 


trying to shake off suspicion about the card, she decided to 
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press on and when he asked hér to his home for dinner, she 
agreed. Later, she was also curious to see what he had become. 

The house was a far cry from what she expected. Brian 
had married the daughter of his company's president and he was 
now a wealthy man. As he and Susan nostalgically explored the 
past, it became obvious that his wife was anything but glad to 
see her. She failed to join in their laughter as they recollected 
their college escapades such as Susan's misadventure in their 
attempted escape from the president's office. 

Feeling both their discomfort, Susan made it an early 
evening. Her reflective farewell to him when he walked her to the 
taxi summed it up. "We never did change the world, did we?" 

He kissed her gently. "Maybe if we'd stayed together." 
As the taxi drove off, he saw his wife watching from 


the window. 


Arriving in the town where she'd been raised, Susan 
revisited the classic American idyll of having been engaged to 
Michael, the boy next door. As she drove down Main Street, she 
slipped back to her late teens. In her mind's eye, she saw 
Michael entering her girlhood house to be warmly greeted by her 
parents as their future son-in-law. He fit the image of the All- 
American youth. Robust, good looking, ambitious. 

They seemed a good fit but as time wore on toward a 
commitment, Susan began to see gaps opening between them. He was 


comfortable with his life, too comfortable she sensed. His father 
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was a lawyer and there was no question that he would join the 
firm. According to Michael, it was as if everything had been 
predestined for them. A lovely house to live in and at least 
three children. Life had been kind to them and it would continue 
that way. A little naive, he admitted but they could work to help 
make it all happen. The only problem was that the vision was 
strictly personal. He assumed that her world would fit with his. 
But Susan had ambitions of her own. She wanted to study graphic 
arts and made plans to enter a program at a distant university. 
It was during the country club dance that they came to the 
inevitable parting of the ways. 

Now in their middle years, Susan quickly learned that 
the All-American image had stuck to Michael as she found him 
coaching a little league team. He was glad to see her but she 
sensed his discomfort. Was it because he had sent the card? She 
resurrected their past and asked if he still had the sweater she 
knitted? Embarrassed, he admitted he didn't remember. 

In the ice cream parlor they visited as teenagers, 
Susan confirmed that much of his life had gone as she had 
anticipated. She would regret later having teased him about 
starring on the basketball team and asking if he indeed had 
married the cheerleader. When he admitted the fact, he had the 
grace to laugh with her. 


He asked about her and children and was glad that she 


had her own family and that she was happy. When she asked about 
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his, he replied that their only son had died. They had tried for 
another child but it just didn't happen. 

He was curious why she had come back and she told him 
the truth. His face revealed a fleeting moment of sadness but 
then softened. He admitted that he'd often thought of those young 
days but had never gotten in touch with her because he didn't 


think it was right. 


They walked back to the ballfield where his team was 
about to play. She watched for a short time and saw that he was 
engrossed in the game, cheering and exhorting. It was as if he 
had remained the boy of her memory. When she left, he didn't even 


notice. 


Arriving in Chicago, the last stop of her search, she 
taxied to an art gallery and as she stood before the work of 
David Sebastian she was back in time at his studio. Ten years 
older than Susan, he was throwing a party to celebrate winning a 
distinguished art award. A friend who worked with her warned that 
he was the classic bachelor but Susan took the advice lightly. 

As many before her, David came on with his Peter Pan 
quality and swept her off her feet. He had never really had to 
face through the consequences of his actions. Success had come 
too easily both in work and love. Coming off a recent passionate 
affair, he was troubled however, by his failure to complete a 


relationship. Attracted to Susan, she was his chance to break the 


pattern. 

He loved the idea of starting over and she was 
flattered, confident she was the one for whom he'd been 
searching. They were constantly on the move, trying to make up 
for the days they hadn't known one another. They climbed 
mountains and skied down the back slopes. They flew to Europe and 
biked the narrow country roads. 

She found herself waiting for marriage but it never 
came. Her anger finally exploded and she accused him of using her 
like a replaceable part. He tried to hold on to her but she could 
no longer be with a man who was afraid of giving himself unless 
it suited his own cold self interest. Mark her up with the rest 
of her trophies, she told him and was gone. 

It had come all back to her as she stared at the 
paintings in the gallery show. There was a familiar voice behind 
her. David. He was showing some people around. When he saw her, 
he glowed. They had dinner and said he wanted her opinion of a 
mural in his studio. It was almost finished. 

Her quest was as yet unfilled and she owed it to 
herself to complete the search. And so she returned to the studio 
that had fostered so many hopes and then destroyed them. As he 
came on to her in what she felt was a grotesque replay of their 
first days together, she said if he'd be still for a moment, they 


could hear the echoes of their distant voices. He couldn't bear 


her refusal not to make love and as he became physical, tearing 
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at her dress, her sudden quiet struck him like a blow. For the 


first time that night, he was silent. She dressed and left. 


At Susan's house, her husband had arrived home and was 
going through the mail. He opened a letter addressed to him and 
as he read it was deeply affected. For a long moment, he remained 
very still. 


It was that evening when Susan returned home that he 


revealed the letter's contents. It was unsigned but it condemned 
her visit as having caused great harm for it had raked over the 
past and caused much unhappiness. 

Susan explained why she'd gone back. It was a whim, a 
chance to revisit her youth but he remained shaken. She had lied 
and that could only mean she was unhappy with her choice of him. 

At that moment Susan knew that her marriage was in 
jeopardy. She said that she had loved him then and loved him now. 
After all these years, didn't he trust her? His reply struck 
deeply when he replied that she didn't even trust herself. 

It was the longest night of Susan's life but at the end 
her anguish told him what he needed to feel and his arms went 
around her. Later, he confessed to still another question. Did 
she ever find who sent the card? 


"No," she answered, “and frankly, my dear...I don't 


give a damn." 
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